
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world by JSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.jstor.org/participate-jstor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



AN INVESTIGATION OF THE WRITING VOCABULARIES 
OF REPRESENTATIVES OF AN ECONOMIC CLASS 



J. DAVID HOUSER 

Fresno State Normal School, Fresno, California 



Several investigations have been made of the writing vocabularies 
of adults, the best known probably being those of Ayres 1 and of 
Cook and O'Shea. 2 That such endeavor is a fundamental necessity 
in the attack upon the problem of spelling in the schools is hardly 
to be doubted. That more of this sort of work needs to be done 
before 'we can feel assured of success in meeting this problem or 
can speak with authority about this important factor of it seems 
evident also. 

Dr. Ayres based his investigation upon 2,000 miscellaneous 
business and personal letters secured from a large number of sources; 
Professors Cook and O'Shea confined their effort to the tabulation 
of the personal correspondence of thirteen individuals. To a 
certain degree the first investigation was extensive, the latter inten- 
sive. In the Ayres study no mention is made as to how widely 
separated were the localities of the correspondents, nor is it ex- 
plained whether there were more than one letter from any one 
writer in the list. The purpose of trie Cook and O'Shea list was 
"to study individual needs rather than to secure a composite of 
the vocabularies of many persons," and therefore only the letters 
of a small number of persons were dealt with. In regard to the 
localities of the correspondents in this list, it would seem that there 
was rather a wide distribution. 

The question of special interests dictating the use of words in 
letters forming the basis of such investigations is important and 
so far hot entirely solved by figures showing the frequency of 
occurrence of words. The location, vocation, education, and age 

1 The Spelling Vocabularies of Personal and Business .Letters. Bulletin E126, 
Russell Sage Foundation. 

2 The Child and His Spelling. Bobbs-Merrill, 1914. 
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of correspondents are all special factors of large weight, and we have 
no principles or standards by which to be guided in the selection of 
material. Nor will mere volume of correspondence examined, 
if unwisely or unfairly selected, yield a true basic vocabulary and 
so provide us with a minimum number of words for spelling instruc- 
tion. 

The various investigations that have been carried on to deter- 
mine the number of words in the writing vocabularies of children 
and adults have done one thing definitely and well. They have 
shown with great clearness that ordinary writing needs can be 
satisfied with a much smaller number of words than was ever sup- 
posed, and they have completely discountenanced the dictionary 
type of spelling text with its ten to twenty thousand or more words, 
the attempt to teach which has indeed made spelling a grind. 
These investigations have also made decidedly evident the distinc- 
tion between reading, writing, and speaking vocabularies, a distinc- 
tion which the authors of some spelling texts have evidently not 
had in mind. 

The following study was undertaken in a belief that an investiga- 
tion of the writing needs of representatives of an economic class 
might possibly suggest a central factor around which some studies 
of adult writing vocabularies could profitably be conducted. It is 
possible that more investigations of this kind, conducted upon a 
sufficiently extensive basis, will clearly reveal the most essential 
writing needs of the adult population. With the results of a num- 
ber of such studies known, checking and comparison might reveal 
what words were used to express special meanings due to industrial, 
economic, or vocational interests in each case. The remaining 
words might then deserve to be called representative of the writing 
needs of all classes, and therefore form a writing vocabulary suffi- 
ciently basic to be taught in its entirety in the elementary schools. 

The material for this study was furnished by letters written 
by California farmers to the Department of Agriculture of the 
University of California. 1 The intention was at first to examine 
letters written by farmers to that department, which has charge 

1 The author desires to express his appreciation of the courtesy of Dean Hunt 
of this department in permitting and facilitating this investigation. 
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of extension courses in agriculture, but it was found that these 
letters were more or less stereotyped in character, being for the 
most part inquiries regarding the nature of courses, fees, etc., and 
therefore not including a sufficiently wide range of words. 

The letters which were finally selected were written upon a 
very wide range of subjects pertaining to the interests of farmers, 
and included a considerable percentage of letters from women. 
That the letters were not artificial or stereotyped will probably be 
realized when the fundamental interests under discussion are con- 
sidered. The work of this department of the University of Cali- 
fornia is well known throughout the state, and advantage of it is 
taken by all sorts and conditions of agriculturalists. 

These letters did not appear to be letters from only a writing 
class of farmers. They did appear to be letters from farmers 
who were seeking expert aid, but many things seemed to indicate 
that there was a great diversity of material prosperity, education, 
and intelligence represented among the writers. And as farmers 
as a rule do not dictate their letters to stenographers, it cannot 
be said that it was the product of a professional writing class that 
was examined. 

Here would seem to be a situation in which writing is generally 
necessary. In view of the assertion that writing (and therefore 
spelling) is declining in importance as social progress makes 
written communication more and more unnecessary, the question 
may be raised whether situations of this sort are not becoming 
general enough to offset somewhat the other factors. The growing 
tendency on the part of people directly to consult (in writing) 
governmental and other official and semiofficial departments and 
bureaus established to give expert advice is a marked one. The 
large growth of instruction by correspondence may also be a case 
in point. 

In this study 750 letters were examined. Seventy-five letters 
were taken from each section of a large filing-case indexed from A 
to / inclusive. There were approximately 65,500 words in these 
letters, or an average of about 87 words to a letter. 

The first and last words in each line of the body were tabulated, 
formal salutations and conclusions being disregarded. In all, 
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18,701 words were tabulated. Following this plan the words of 
700 letters were at first carefully tabulated. Then 50 additional 
letters were put through the same process. It was found that, 
although percentages of occurrence were thus not greatly changed, 
a few new common and non-technical words were added. An 
examination was then made of another 50 letters, with the result 
that no new common words were added, the only additions being 
words of a strictly technical character. None of these latter, 
moreover, occurred more than once. The result of this last 
examination of 50 letters was therefore not included in the final 
tabulation. 

In compilation of these data inflected forms requiring an 
essentially different spelling from that of the root words were listed 
as different words, principally for the reason that, as problems in 
spelling, they are distinct. Their frequency of occurrence is also 
different from that of the root words, and it is conceivable that this 
may be significant. The sole exception was in the case of the 
change of y to ies to form the plural. Where the inflected forms 
differed from the root words only in the addition of, for instance, 
an 5, an ing or an ed, their frequency was combined with that of 
the root words. Where special forms, such as plurals or past tenses, 
alone occurred in the letters, they were so listed unchanged. Words 
of the same spelling and pronunciation but with different meanings 
were listed together. 

As a result of this tabulation of 18,701 words from letters con- 
taining approximately 65,500 words, there were found 1,869 differ- 
ent words. Of these, 816 words were used but once, 1,053 being 
used two or more times. 

Table I shows the frequency of appearance of the words. The 
first column shows the number of appearances of the words, the 
second the number of words which appeared within the ranges 
indicated in the first column. 

The extensive range of the appearances of the words will at once 
be marked. At one extreme were the words "I" and "the," 
occurring 841 and 825 times, respectively; at the other extreme 
were the 816 words which occurred but once. The 10 commonest 
words furnished slightly more than one-fourth of the total number 
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of appearances, 47 words one-half the appearances, and 493, 

seven-eighths. 

TABLE I 



Appearances 
600-899. . 
5OO-599. . 
400-499 . . 
300-399 . . 
2OO-299 . . 
IOO-199. . 

90- 99 . . 
80- 89 . . 
70- 79. . 
60- 69. . 

So- 59- • 
40- 49 . . 

30- 39- • 
20- 29. . 



Frequency of Appearance of Words 



No. of 
Words 

2 

2 

I 

2 

6 

20 
4 

s 

II 

2 

12 

10 

24 

53 



Appearances 

IO- 19. . 

9.. 



No. of 
Words 

138 

25 
43 
48 

39 
74 
i°5 
156 
271 
816 



Total number of words 1 ,869 

Total appearances 18,701 



These results are in striking agreement with those of Dr. Ayres's 
study. Table II compares the two, following Ayres's arrangement 
of the appearances of his words by eighths: 



TABLE 11 
Comparison of Appearances or Separate Words in Ayres's • and Farmers' Lists 





Ayres 


Farmers 




No. of Words 


Total No. of 
Appearances 


No. of Words 


Total No. of 
Appearances 




3 
9 

21 

43 

99 

226 

542 
2,001 


2.954 
S.907 
8,861 
11,815 
14,768 
17.721 
20,675 
23.629 


3 
10 

23 

47 

97 

212 

493 

1,869 


2,263 




4,785 




7,014 


One-half 


9,322 




11.695 




14,028 




16,365 




18,701 









Table III shows the relation between the first ninety-seven 
words in this list and the same words in the Ayres and the first 
Cook and O'Shea lists. Ninety-seven words are chosen because 
these words., with their aggregate number of appearances, consti- 
tuted five-eighths of all the words tabulated for this investigation. 
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TABLE III 

Comparison of Percentages of Frequency of Occurrence of Words in Ayres, 
Cook and O'Shea, and Farmers' Lists 



Word 



Ayres 



Cook- 
O'Shea 



Farmers 



Word 



Ayres 



Cook- 
O'Shea 



Farmers 



I.... 

the. . 
and. . 
to. . . 
of... 
you. . 
in. . . 
a. . . . 
have . 
me. . 
for., 
it. . . 
is. . . 
on. . . 



information 

will 

what 

that 

if 

as 

be 



any. . . 
can . . . 
raise. . 
some. . 
please . 
send. . 
with. . 
plant, 
also. . . 
this . . . 
soil. . . 
are. . . 

at 

about . 
which . 
my. . . 
gro w . . 
land. . 
how. . 
do.... 
them. . 
know . 
am. . . 
like... 
not. . . 
kindly . 
they. . 



acre. 



457 
3.88 
2.94 
2.65 
2. 16 
2.68 
i-35 
1. 31 
0.91 
0.86 

i-75 
0.83 
0.60 
0.63 
0.09 
125 
o. 22 
0.87 
0.65 
1.02 
0.62 

o-3i 

0.32 



o. 26 

0.79 
0.74 
1.07 



o. 19 

o. 72 



0.43 
0.58 

o. 19 
0.60 
1.09 



0.02 
0.07 

O. 22 
O. 22 
O. 22 

o. 27 

°-I5 

O.52 

o. 24 
o. 20 



3-» 

4.12 

3-77 
1 .62 
2.04 
1 -25 



0.68 

1 13 
1.80 



0.58 



i-S 2 

0.23 

1 25 

0.52 

0.68 

4-8st 

o. 26 

°-59 



°-37 



0.65 



0.08 
0.61 



0.62 
0.44 
o. 12 
o. 72 



O. 21 
I.24 
O.31 

o-39 



o. 27 
1-43 



0.46 



4 49 
4.41 

3 19 

3 14 
2-59 
1.83 
1.78 
1.48 
1-37 
34 
29 

13 

12 

°5 
97 
95 
87 
81 

79 
0.78 
o. 76 
0.69 
0.68 
0.679 
0.67 
0.64 
0.62 
0.60 

o-59 

0.58 

0.58 

o-54 

o-539 

o-Si 

0.49 

0.49 

0.47 

0.47 

0.47 

°-45 

0.44 

0.438 

0.42 

0.41 

0.406 

0.40 

0.40 

0-39 

0-395 



from . . 
give . . . 
alfalfa, 
your. . 
but... 



crop 

been 

fruit 

has 

their 

very 

best 

so 

year 

use 

get 

good 

where 

bulletin. . . 

same 

seed 

advise. . . . 
culture. . . . 

kind 

one 

by 

may 

out 

all 

much 

orchard. . . 
should. . . . 
California . 

when 

regarding. . 
walnut. . . . 

water 

growers. . . 

tell 

other 

an 

literature . . 

want 

was 

state 

hogs 

plants 

ranch 



o.4S 
0.13 



2.47 
o-45 



o. 27 
0.06 
1 .04 
0.06 



34 
17 
09 

IS 
20 
10 



0.08 
0.42 
0.42 
0.22 
0.11 
o. 17 

O. 12 



o. 16 



O. II 
O.18 

o. 20 



O. 12 

°-33 
0.08 



0.44 
015 



0-5S 

0.88 



O.IO 

0.32 



0.86 

O. 12 
O.08 
O.83 
O.4I 
O.08 



O.OS 



°S5 
o. 21 



o. 10 

0.68 
0.47 



0.38 



°-33 
0.17 
0.17 



o. 27 



39 
379 
37 
37 
36 
35 
31 
0.30 
0.30 

3° 

29 
29 
29 
29 

28 
28 

27 
0.27 
0.26 
o. 26 
0.26 
0.26 
0.26 
0.25 
0.25 
o. 24 

O. 21 
O. 21 
O. 21 
O. 21 
O. 21 
0.2I 
0.20 

o. 20 

O.I97 

o. 19 
o. 19 

0.187 

0.187 

0.18 

0.17 

0.17 

o. 17 

0.17 

0.17 
o. 16 
o. 16 
o. 16 



*Not tabulated by Cook and O'Shea. 
t All forms of "be" included here. 
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The figures are to be read as percentages and represent the rela- 
tion between the number of times each word appeared in its list 
and the total number of appearances of all words in that list. 

The distinctive character of this list will probably be evident 
after but a cursory examination. It will be seen, in the first place, 
that words of an intimate or personal character are either few in 
number or missing altogether. "Truly," "dear," "sincerely," 
"love," etc., do not occur. (It must be recalled that formal saluta- 
tions and conclusions were not tabulated.) This characterizes to 
a large extent the nature of the letters and the purpose of the writers. 
The high frequency of interrogative words, such as "information," 
for instance, is only to be expected here. 

Inspection of Table III will show how this sort of comparison 
of lists reveals the relative importance of words in adult writing 
vocabularies. More extended investigations accompanied by 
careful and complete checking and by comparisons such as that 
given in the table ought to indicate definitely what words are neces- 
sary to express meanings indicative of special interests only. 
Table III shows that such words as "raise," "plant," "soil," 
"grow," "acre," "crop," "fruit," "alfalfa," "bulletin," "seed," 
"culture," "orchard," etc., are all of this sort. Not only are many 
of the words, even those with a high frequency, peculiar to agricul- 
tural interests, but a considerable number are peculiar to the Far 
West. The word "rancher" is a case in point. 

To obtain a list of the words representative of the writing needs 
of the agricultural class throughout the United States would require 
several investigations conducted in widely separated and typical 
localities. But it would probably be found that there would be 
more variation among words with a technical or special significance 
than among others. In the present list these words will be found 
to be words of a comparatively low frequency of occurrence, many 
of them not appearing in the part of the list printed, because they 
were found to occur but once. 

As is to be expected, a similar comparison of words in these 
three lists whose frequency of occurrence is lower than that of the 
words in Table III shows a greater variation between the per- 
centages of the same words in the three lists and a larger number 
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TABLE IV 

Words of the Farmers' List Occurring Five or More Times, Arranged in 

Descending Order of Frequency of Appearance 



I.... 
the. . 
and. . 
to. . . 
of... 
you. . 
in. . . 
a. . . . 
have . 
me. . 
for., 
it. . . 



is 

on 

information . 

will 

what 

that 

if 

as 

be 

any 

can 



some. . 
please . 
send . . 
with . . 
plant*. 
also. . . 
this . . . 
soil 
are 

at 

about . . 
which . 
my 

grow . . . 
land . . . 
how. . . 
do. . . . 
them. . 
know. . 
am 

like... 
kindly . 
not. . . , 
they . . . 
acre. . . 
from. . 
give . . . 
alfalfa . 
your . . . 



841 
82s 
597 
587 
486 
342 
3 2 4 
277 
256 
250 

243 
212 
209 

IQ7 
182 
178 
162 

iSi 
149 

147 

143 

129 

128 

127 

126 

119 

114 

112 

in 

109 

109 

101 

100 

96 

92 

92 

9° 



83 
82 

79 

78 
76 

75 
75 
74 
73 
72 
7i 
70 
70 



but 

crop 

been 

fruit 

has 

their. . . . 

very 

best 

so 

year 

use 

get 

good. . . . 
where 
bulletin . . . 
same .... 

seed 

advise 
culture. . . 

kind 

one 

by 

may 

out 

all 

much 
orchard. . 
should . . . 
California 
when. . . . 
regarding. 
walnut. . . 
water. . . . 
grower. . . 

tell 

other. . . . 

an 

literature . 
want. . . . 

was 

state. . . . 

hogs 

plants^.. . 
ranch. . . . 

feed 

spray 
variety. . . 

wish 

beans. . . . 
irrigation . 
olives .... 

too 

well 



68 
65 
59 
56 
56 
56 
55 
54 
54 
54 
53 
52 
5° 
5° 
49 
49 
49 
48 
47 
46 
46 
44 
4i 
40 

39 
39 
39 
39 
38 
38 
37 
36 
36 
35 
35 
34 
33 
33 
33 
33 
32 
31 
31 
3i 
3° 
3° 
3° 
3° 
29 
29 
29 
29 
29 



irrigate 
poultry .... 

these 

here 

last 

samples. . . 
subject. . . . 

take 

cactus 

had 

inform .... 

let.. 

receive .... 

small 

dry 

farm 

interest. . . 

pears 

prune 

possible . . . 

stock 

think 

"P 

enclose .... 

our 

peaches .... 

such 

time 

vegetable . . . 
appreciate . 

cattle 

grew 

now 

potatoes. . . 
regard .... 
almonds . . . 
conditions. . 
departments 
fertilizers. . 

old 

orange. . . . 
proper. . . . 

put 

concerning . 

go 

leaves 

value 

help 

find 

places. : . . . 

sandy 

work 



28 
28 
28 
28 
27 
27 
27 
27 
27 
25 
25 
25 
25 
25 
25 
24 
24 
24 
24 
24 
24 
24 
24 
24 
23 
23 
23 
23 
23 
23 
2.2 
22 
22 
22 
22 
22 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
20 
20 
20 
20 
19 
J 9 
19 
J 9 
19 



*Verb. fNoun. 
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circulars. . . 

fail 

loam 

market. . . . 

seem 

soon 

spring. . . . 
summer. . . 

were 

advance. . . 
come 

figs 

garden. . . . 

graft 

little 

off 

questions.. 
sections. . . 
agriculture . 
analysis. . . 

bugs 

chickens . . . 
destroy .... 

grain 

grass 

plow 

roots 

trouble. . . 

then 

without. . . 
apples. . . . 

bear 

call 

especially. . 

few 

inches 

methods . . . 

near 

shall 

start 

us 

wheat 

write 

above 

adapted. . . 

barley 

business . . . 

does 

generally. . 
greatly . . % . 

just 

might 

make 

obtain. . . . 

able 

analyze. . . . 
around .... 



18 
18 
18 
18 
18 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
17 
16 
16 
16 
15 
15 
IS 
iS 
IS 
iS 
IS 

15 

IS 
IS 

IS 

15 

IS 

14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
13 
13 
13 



before. . . 

care 

eat 

expect. . . 
flowers. . . 

food 

formula. . 

into 

kill 

matter. . 
most. . . . 
need .... 
program . 
result. . . 
several. . 
three. . . . 
tobacco. . 
whether. 
worms. . . 
after. . . . 
apricot. . 
being 
book. . . . 
dairy. . . . 
data. . . . 

did 

great. . . . 
growth. . . 
milk. . . . 
prepare. . 
purchase . 
suitable. . 

too 

young 
available . 
climate. . 
large. . . . 
lines. . . . 
miles 
many 
moisture . 
more. . . . 
name 
necessary 

part 

right 

say 

scale 

station. . . 

so 

we 

who 

better. . . 
blight 
cause. . . . 
cultivate. . 
eject 



1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 



fertilize .... 
follow. . . . 

four 

full 

great 

grapes. . . . 
having. . . . 
insects. . . . 

late 

lemon 

meeting. . . 

new 

only 

purpose. . . 
seasons 
suggest. . . 
things. . . . 

vines 

winter 

cut 

desire 

early 

enough. . . 
following. . 

found 

heavy 

high 

keep 

lettuce 

lots 

lye 

months. . . 

next 

nothing. . . 

pests 

rainfall. . . 

run 

something . 
spineless. . 
squirrels. . . 

their 

try 

university . . 

yet 

agricultural 

along 

apply 

believe .... 

both 

bud 

build 

buttons .... 

charge 

city 

color 

commercial . 
contain. . . 



10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

10 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 
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damage .... 
disease. . . . 

done 

don't 

down 

eggs 

either 

feel 

fields 

got 

government . 

light 

lime 

location . . . 

never 

know 

nursery. . . . 
opinions . . . 

prices 

quiet 

rid 

sent 

separate . . . 
success. . . . 
successful . . 

told 

tract 

treat 

vicinity .... 

white 

advice 

already. . . . 
appeared . . 
asparagus . . 

bought 

become. . . 

bloom 

considerable 

deal 

decomposed . 

deep 

die 

drop 

each 

composed . . 
eucalyptus . 
experiment . 

fine 

form 

free 

gardening. . 

goats 

infected 

issue 

list 

loose 

melons .... 



mostly. . . . 

must 

onions. . . . 
pamphlets . 
particular . 

peas 

produce . . . 
quantity. . . 
rabbits. . . . 
recommend 

red 

reference. . 

river 

set 

specimens. . 

ten 

than 

they 

until 

weeks 

wood 

amount .... 
anxious. . . 

back 

benefits .... 

berry 

blackberries 
branches . . . 

brown 

Burbank. . . 

buy 

distribution . 

extent 

first 

granite. . . . 

grove 

hand 

heard 

homestead. . 

house 

however . . . 
mentioned. 

note 

oats 

offer 

open 

pay . . 

preparation . 
present. . . . 
probably. . 
profitable. . 

read 

school 

supply. . . . 
surface .... 

test 

those 



tomatoes . . . 

valley 

vineyard . . . 
account . . . 
almost 

ants 

assist 

attack 

average. . . . 
bacteria. . . 
blossoms . . . 
butter-fat. . 
cheese-cloth 
chemical . . . 

citrus 

complete. . . 
consider. . . 
cucumbers . 
distribute . 
ditches. . . . 

east 

etc 

every 

family. . . . 
favor 

fly 

forage 

furnish 

future 

gophers 
grapevines . 

gain 

half 

head 

healthy 

hills 

him 

home 

idea 

industry . . . 

letter 

level 

live 

made 

making 

order 

own 

patch 

pepper. . . . 
persons. . . 

pick 

piece 

placed. . . . 

plan '. 

plum 

poison. . . . 
practical. . 
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print. . 

problem 
proceed . 
procure . 
pump. . 
refer. . . 
reliable . 



rhubarb. . . 

rose 

rose-bushes 

sand 

sediments . . 

ship 

since 



show 

six 

sweet 

turkeys .... 
understand 
west 



of words peculiar to the farmers' list. This variation gradually 
increases in amount as the frequency of occurrence of words grows 
lower, and does not begin definitely at any one place. 

Table IV will illustrate several of the foregoing conclusions. It 
contains all of the words in the farmers' list which occurred five 
times or more, arranged in descending order of frequency of appear- 
ance. There are 27 more words in this list than the number 
which present approximately seven-eighths of the total number 
of appearances. Words which appear in the farmers' list, but 
not in that part of the Ayres list which has been published, are 
printed in italics. It should be noted, however, that this does not 
necessarily mean that these words are without exception peculiar 
to the farmers' list, for they may have appeared among those 
words of a lower frequency than six in Ayres's list. Such words 
were not included in his printed list. 



